Patients with carcinoid syndrome exhibit symptoms of aggressive impulse dysregulation.
Carcinoid tumors can produce excessive amounts of biogenic amines, notably serotonin. We assessed psychiatric symptoms in carcinoid patients and peripheral metabolism of tryptophan, the precursor of serotonin. Twenty consecutive patients with carcinoid syndrome underwent a structured psychiatric interview applying DSM-IV (Diagnostical Statistical Manual) criteria. Tumor activity was measured by determination of 24-hour urine excretion of 5-hydroxyindoleacetic acid (5-HIAA) and platelet serotonin levels. Plasma tryptophan levels were measured and compared with sex- and age-matched references. Fifteen patients (75%) fulfilled diagnostic DSM-IV criteria for a disorder of impulse control. Tryptophan plasma levels were lower in patients compared with controls (p =.031) and were correlated negatively with urinary 5-HIAA excretion (p =.001). Impulse control disorders are prevalent in patients with carcinoid syndrome. The serotonin production by the tumor possibly decreases the tryptophan pool in the cerebrospinal fluid, which is the essential substrate for the production of brain serotonin as a pivotal neurotransmitter.